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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




SEETEE (from CONTRATERRENE, CT; ANTI-MATTER). An inverted type of matter, foreign to the Earth but forming many meteors, comets and asteroids. Seetee atoms are inside out, electrically, with negative nuclei and positive electrons. An invisible difference—but deadly. Seetee looks like the common terrene stuff of Earth and men—until they touch. But then unlike charges cancel out. Unlike particles explode into free energy, at the rate stated in the famous Einstein equation. That ultimate reaction makes uranium fission seem feeble as a safety match, yet there are men who talk of taming it. Spatial engineers, dreamers like Brand and Drake, who talk of seetee machines, run by remote control, to mine and refine contraterrene ores and feed contraterrene power plants. They are fools. Seetee is untouchable. A safe bedplate, to support contraterrene tools on terrene foundations, is impossible by definition. For all such reckless talk, the seetee drift seems certain to remain importantly only as the supreme hazard to interplanetary navigation.


SPACEMAN’S HANDBOOK


By Captain Paul Anders, HSG




CHAPTER ONE


THE HIGH FRONTIER


Pallasport was a fleck of life on dead Pallas. A raw frontier town, on a mountain peak that the spatial engineers had drilled for paragravity and wrapped in a thin wisp of synthetic air. A new, gaudy, flimsy, brawling town of rootless adventurers, yet it was the capital of all the far-flung asteroids of the High Space Mandate.


Rick Drake got back there from Earth, on a March morning of 2190, aboard the Planetania. He had spent four years at Solar City earning his degree in spatial engineering, and now he had come back to the Mandate, with his new degree and his daring dreams and not much else, to build a seetee bedplate.


He was a long time getting off the liner, because he had worked his way out, standing dangerous watches with the collision crew. He had to make his reports and check in his repair tools and dirigible armor, and wait aboard until the paying passengers were off.


He came out on the long gangway at last, a lean young giant with bright blue eyes and bronze-red hair, tramping restlessly after a long line of bonded laborers shuffling down toward the customs and immigration men.


He looked hopefully around for someone he knew. His home on the little asteroid Obania was still twenty million kilometers away, but few ships ever called there in these hard times. He was hoping that his father would be here to meet him, or at least old Rob McGee.


Ships like silver spires stood crowded on the rounded mountain top, but none of them was McGee’s battered tug, the Good-by Jane. Men of all the planets swarmed over the ramps and ways around them. A furious Venusian-Cantonese importer shrilly pursued a ragged urchin, running away with a stolen orange. A stern Martian-German officer in the neat black of the High Space Guard snarled harsh gutturals at a quivering young recruit, still pink-cheeked from Earth, who must have failed to salute. A huge, black-bearded Callistonian stood silently overseeing a gang of tired asterite stevedores transferring heavy crates stenciled MINING MACHINERY from the Planetania to the holds of the freighter Ivanov, smiling as serenely as if each long crate held an illicit spatial rifle for the Jovian Soviet. A soft-fleshed, hard-eyed Interplanet buyer haggled in clipped Earth-English with two lean rock rats for a few heavy bags of thorium ore. Men of every planet that schemed and strove for the shrinking wealth of the Mandate—but none of them was gaunt old Jim Drake, or his gnarled little asterite partner.


Disappointment erased Rick’s eager smile, and cold worry pinched his rawboned face. Private contraterrene research was frowned upon by Mandate officials afraid of seetee bombs. Though Drake and McGee had never planned to mount any sort of weapon on the seetee bedplate, Rick flinched from a sudden pang of fear that some tiling had got them into trouble.


Frowning uneasily, he decided to call his father’s office on Obania. He was afraid to make any open reference to seetee—too many power-hungry planets had too many secret agents tapping the photophone beams. But he had to find out whether anything was wrong. Restlessly, he hitched his space bag higher on his shoulder and inched impatiently on down the gangway behind the line of overalled bondsmen.


‘Miss Karen Hood!’ A steward in line behind him reached appreciatively to nudge his arm and turned to stare again. ‘The High Commissioner’s niece, you know. With twenty-seven pieces of that monogrammed luggage, and never mind the excess weight. Look at her! Something, huh? And her uncle up to meet her, in that official car.’


Rick looked. Although they had come all the way from Earth on the Planetania, he hadn’t met Karen Hood on board. They couldn’t meet, because they belonged to different worlds. She owned Interplanet shares. That made her a princess of her own proud world, for Interplanet ruled the Earth and once had owned all the rocks of the Mandate.


Yet Rick could look, and he liked what he saw. A trim red-head, so straight she seemed tall, laughing with the eager men around her on the ramp below—the young Guard officers and the junior Interplanet executives who must have dined and danced and flirted with her on the first class decks. He liked the slim shape of her in the tailored jacket and slacks, and the way she moved, lightly evading her admirers. Her smile caught his breath, when she turned to meet the fat High Commissioner.


‘Something, huh?’ the awed steward murmured.


But Rick shook his head, because she annoyed him. She was too beautiful for the ugly narrow streets of this cheap sheet iron town. Her place was in a penthouse, he thought, on some tall white tower back in Solar City. All she needed from these rocks was their rich metal, shipped home for her and her pampered sort to squander. He wondered for a moment why she wanted to risk her expensive neck off the Earth. Boredom, maybe. Maybe she had got tired of yachts and night spots and villas by the sea.


He nodded, in absent understanding. His own four hard years on Earth had seemed too long to him. The dull skies and the close horizons and the suffocating weight of air made him homesick for his native rocks; for the frosty splendor of stars and darkness, for the clean freedom, the savage sun, the soundless peace and boundless space.


But she was an earthling, born to the dull security and all the smothering comforts of the mother world. He thought she wouldn’t like it here, not even with the costly contents of all that monogrammed baggage to keep her lovely and all those lonely men begging her to stay. She would look at Pallasport and lift her charming nose and probably take the same ship home.


A sudden envy stabbed him, as he watched the eligible Earthmen swarming around the flame of her hair. He tried to guard himself. For she was untouchable. No asterite could hope to reach her exclusive world, any more than terrene men could grasp seetee. But Rick wasn’t all asterite—she reminded him painfully of that.


Though his father’s people had lived three generations on this new frontier of high space, defying the meteor swarms and the seetee drift to explore and terraform and mine the terrene rocks like Obania, his mother came from Earth. She had run away to space from an Interplanet family as old and rich and proud as Karen Hood’s, to marry a rock rat named Jim Drake.


He scowled and set his jaw and shuffled down the ramp in line again, crushing out that wistful recollection. Unaware of him, the redhead slid into her uncle’s long car and turned in the seat as it glided away, to wave gayly at the men she left behind.


Glad when she was gone, Rick filled his lungs with the thin, clean air and looked around him eagerly. The standing ships were a forest of tapered silver trunks, and they seemed to lean crazily apart, with those at the edge of the field jutting out insanely toward the stark desolation of Pallas, toward the wild crags of broken stone and black pits of airless shadow—because only this mountain and not the whole planetoid had been drilled for paragravity, one speck of life on a world still dead.


His blue eyes smiled at that cruel landscape, and his lean shoulders lifted the space bag lightly. The old world of Karen Hood and Interplanet had reached this far, with fission power, to plunder all the planetoids of their uranium and thorium, but now the ores were running out. The colonized planets had fought the Spatial War for those precious power metals before Rick was born, and they still fought covertly for the vanishing reserves, beneath the uneasy truce of the Mandate. But the fissionable ores would soon be gone, and her world with them.


Rick’s eager eyes scarcely saw that deadly desert of naked rock and savage cold and deadly nothingness that the dying power of fission had failed to tame, for in his mind it had already been transformed with the might of reacting seetee. In the hands of the spatial engineers, that unlimited energy could clothe all the broken stone of Pallas in air and warmth and transplanted life.


All the asteroids could be tamed with contraterrene power, terraformed and reshaped into human homes. That was the dream and the driving purpose that Rick had caught from his father. He lived for that magnificent new world, which must stand—if ever it stood at all—upon a successful seetee bed-plate.


Cautious Earthmen had always called that device impossible, but he was not an Earthman. These rocks were his world, and he was home again. Even though the drift was still untouchable as Karen Hood’s bright hair, there had to be a way. Fissioning uranium had once seemed equally intractable, before paragravity harnessed it to conquer space. He was now a spatial engineer. With his eager pride in that, and his lean fitness, he felt competent for anything.


Worry began nibbling away his first joy at getting home, however, as the line of patient men ahead of him crawled on down toward the gates. His father should have been here, or at least sent McGee. When at last the slow inspectors had searched his bag and stamped his passport, he hurried to a telephone booth in the Interplanet terminal, and called Obania.


‘The office of Drake and McGee,’ he told the operator. ‘I’ll talk to whoever answers.’


‘Deposit ten dollars for ten minutes, please,’ the operator said, and his eagle rang in the receiver. ‘Hold your line for the return beam, please.’ He had to wait three minutes, while one thin ray of modulated light went out to find that far-off rock and another came back. ‘Your Obania call, sir. A Miss Ann O’Banion answers. Go ahead, please.’


Ann O’Banion…. For a moment he couldn’t go ahead. Ann was the brown-eyed asterite girl who had played spaceman-and-pirates with him in the abandoned mine pits on Obania when they were young, and helped with his problems in astrogation when they were in school. She had cried a little when he left for Earth, and stayed on the rock to keep her father’s house. He stood for a moment wondering what four years had done to her.


‘Go ahead, sir.’


‘Ann, I’m coming home to—to go to work.’ He caught his breath, and reminded himself not to speak about seetee. ‘I wrote my father I wanted a job, and I was expecting him to meet me. Or Rob McGee. But the Jane isn’t here. I wonder—I hope nothing’s wrong.’


He had to wait again, while the narrow beam crossed those empty millions of kilometers and brought back her voice.


‘Hello, Rick. I’m so glad you’re back.’


Thinned to a whisper with the distance, it was still the lively voice he remembered, and it recalled the lean vividness of her brown face and the boyish cut of her dark hair—but of course she would wear it longer, now that she was grown.


‘You seem surprised,’ she said. ‘I guess you hadn’t heard I’m working for the firm. I know your father doesn’t write, but he got your letter. He meant to go with Cap’n Rob to meet you, until—until this came up.’


He heard her hesitate, and knew she was afraid to say too much.


‘But don’t you worry, Rick,’ she went on hastily—he thought too hastily. “They’re both all right. They’re just out at work on this new project. Your father was expecting you to call, and he told me to tell you all about it.’


Yet he knew she couldn’t tell him all about it. Not if it involved seetee, and her worried tone made him sure it did. Legally, as well as acually, seetee was untouchable. The laws of the Mandate required an official research and exploration license for any approach closer than one hundred kilometers to known bodies of seetee.


Drake’s little firm had been granted such a license once, when he and McGee held their contract to mark the most dangerous drift with the blinkers Drake invented—colored mirrors mounted on heavy iron wheels, set to spinning like tiny satellites around the deadly rocks. The markers still flashed their warnings, all around the sun, but the commissioners had canceled Drake’s survey license when they set up the Seetee Patrol.


The asterites had no member on the Commission, and Drake and McGee were just rock rats. Even though they had explored and marked so much of the drift, they were still friends of Bruce O’Banion—that tired and hopeless old agitator for the freedom of the rocks. The shrewd men of Earth and Mars and Venus and the Jovian Soviet were still a little afraid of the tough pioneers they had come to rule and bleed, Rick thought, and desperately afraid of seetee.


Ann had paused, as if she really couldn’t tell him anything at all about that engineering job, but he said nothing. Too many spies might be listening in, and besides the beam would be too long taking his questions to her.


‘There’s a rock, four million kilometers on beyond Obania,’ she went on suddenly, and he thought he heard a breathless strain in her thinned and flattened voice. ‘A little iron asteroid, just like your father wants for a—a metallurgy lab.’


He heard her faint hesitation, and knew she meant a seetee lab.


‘He’s working now for a legal title to it. You see, Cap’n Rob found that it’s on a collision orbit—moving toward one of the little seetee planetoids they marked years ago. And they’ve found an old Mandate law, that anybody can claim any uninhabited rock that he finds: in danger of collision with seetee, in reward for changing the orbit.’


Rick nodded uneasily in the gloomy little booth. He knew about that law—passed to help prevent the blow-ups that cluttered the space lanes with new clouds of deadly meteoric drift, both terrene and seetee. But how could Drake and McGee change an orbit?


‘Isn’t it wonderful?’ the thin thread of her voice ran on. ‘A new asteroid of our own, for the shops and plants your father wants to build. He let me name it, when he filed the notice of danger and intention. We’re going to call it Freedonia.’


She didn’t say why, but Rick understood. He had read Brand’s book and heard his father’s hopeful talk of the ‘fifth freedom’—of an enormous transmitter to revive all the power-starved planets with the boundless energy of seetee, broadcast free.


‘Of course they haven’t changed the orbit, yet,’ she said, ‘I don’t even know how they hope to do it, because Freedonia weighs too many billion tons for the little Jane to move, and I don’t think they have equipment to terraform it now. But they filed the notice, and they’re trying to do it. Somehow!’


Cramped in the booth, Rick shrugged uncomfortably. A terraformed asteroid was protected from collision by the same selective paragravity field that held its artificial atmosphere, but to terraform even the smallest rock took a million dollars worth of fission reactors and tuning diamonds and the condulloy cables and castings—that Drake and McGee had no million to buy.


‘They’re out there now, on the Jane.” Anxiety edged her tone. ‘I’m not sure they have time enough—both rocks are so near the collision point that the Seetee Patrol has already diverted all shipping beyond Obania. But your father said they could do it, and McGee didn’t seem afraid.’


She paused uncertainly, and again he felt her worry.


‘Anyhow, we’ll soon know,’ she finished hastily, as if she had remembered all the agents who might be listening in. ‘I’m glad, Rick, you’re coming home. But I guess you’ll have to find yourself a room and wait at Pallasport till Cap’n Rob can get there with the Jane.’


She hung up then, with an abruptness that disturbed him.


He extracted his rawboned frame from the cramping booth, and stalked restlessly out of the terminal building with his bag on his shoulder. Out on the street he paused to frown up at the sky southwestward, beyond the leaning ships and the thin crown of air, wondering how his father hoped to change an orbit.


All he could see was blue darkness, however, and a few steady stars creeping into view when he turned away from the purple circle around the naked glare of the dwarfed but savage sun. Those masses of terrene iron and contraterrene stuff sweeping toward collision were too far off for him to find, and he knew no way for his father and McGee to halt that cataclysm. Not unless they meant to use see tee!


He shook his head apprehensively at that because they weren’t prepared to work seetee. Nobody was. Rob McGee was almost illiterate, though that odd little asterite did have an uncanny sense of time and distance and mass and motion. The intricate science of spatial engineering had moved a long way forward, in all the years since old Jim Drake left school. Rick knew they had no safe seetee bedplate.


Yet their scheme involved seetee. That was what Ann had meant to say, with her hesitant and apprehensive mention of a metallurgy lab. The want of means and the frown of the law had forced them to gamble their lives on some untried device, in hope of winning a site for their dreamed-of laboratory—that stark conviction stiffened his big fingers on the strap of his bag.


They should have waited for him—but of course they couldn’t wait, with the rocks about to collide. Space was vast, and collisions rare events; such a chance to claim an asteroid might never come their way again. But he was too late, and still too far away to offer any help. He shrugged at the somber sky and walked off the field to look for a room.




CHAPTER TWO


FIRE IN THE SKY


He saw Karen Hood again on the street beside the space port—it was a noisy, dirty street of repair shops and freight warehouses, of lumbering trucks and swinging cranes and greasy mechanics and shouting stevedores. He turned unbelievingly, to look at her proud head and cataclysmic hair, because she was out of place.


If she wanted to walk about Pallasport at all, her place was on the clean avenues of expensive shops and exclusive restaurants and guarded official residences that belonged to the masters of the Mandate. Men were working here, moving cargo and overhauling ships: sweaty, grimy, common, useful men.


Yet she seemed to feel at home. Her small boots came firmly down on the trash-cluttered pavement, unafraid of honest dirt. Her blue eyes, lifted to the leaning ships and swinging booms and snake-like cargo-tubes, were bright with an interest as eager as his own.


She turned, as a writhing conveyor looped above them began spitting heavy crates into a waiting truck, and saw his admiring smile. She glanced at him curiously, at his awkward, rawboned height and his stiff bronze hair and the worn bag he carried, as if puzzled by his look of recognition.


He froze his smile, and swung hastily away. She didn’t know him. She never would. She didn’t belong to this busy street—but it belonged to her. She owned Interplanet shares. She had right enough to inspect these men sweating to collect the raw wealth of the rocks, because most of them were Interplanet bondsmen, still working out their passage. Except in name, they were her slaves.


He was three steps from her when it happened. A sudden glare of blinding light, silent, yet startling as a scream. It burned all the color from the glass fronts of the warehouses, and splashed the leaning ships with hot blue fire, and cast shadows like frozen ink. He didn’t look toward it, but he knew what it was.


Seetee—reacting with something terrene. Attracted atoms crashing into unlike atoms and ceasing to be atoms. Mass shattered into untamed and pitiless energy, with a thousand times the fury of fissioning plutonium. He ducked his head and ran. He didn’t look back, but he saw which way those hard shadows pointed.


They pointed south westward, to where his father and Rob McGee had tried to keep those unlike asteroids from colliding. That meant they had failed. They had lost the small iron world that Ann O’Banion wanted to call Freedonia, and possibly their lives. He had come too late to help, and now there would be nothing he could do.


Rick had dropped his space bag and darted for shelter, instantly and unthinkingly, because he knew that frightful fire of annihilated matter. He knew how it shone through the body, burning flesh and blood and bones, to cause the radiation sickness spacemen called seetee shock.


The stevedores around him knew it, too. They shouted, profanely afraid. The hum and rumble of machinery was cut off. Running feet clattered on concrete. The street was suddenly drenched in silence, so still that Rick could hear Karen Hood’s wondering voice behind him.


‘That light—what is it?’


He looked back from the dark shelter of a narrow alley between two Interplanet warehouses, and saw her alone on the street. Standing there, flinching from that savage blaze, but shading her eyes to find its source.


‘Don’t look!’ he gasped. ‘That’s seetee!’


That shocking word should have been enough, but she didn’t move. He dashed out again into that driving fire, swept her off the pavement, set her down in the alley. She wrenched away from him. Her hard little fist swung at his jaw, and she ran for the street again. He ducked his fist, reaching with a long arm to snatch her bright hair and drag her back into the shadow.


‘Let me go.’ She swung again, and hit him hard under the eye. Her angry voice held no panic. ‘You could lose your life this way, you know.’


So could she, he tried to say, but she had found his midriff with a short punch that took his wind. He caught her elbows and pushed her back against the sheet iron wall and crushed her struggles with his weight, gasping for air enough to speak.


‘Brute!’ The heel of her boot came down on his instep, savagely. ‘Better let me go!’


He held her a moment longer, still fighting for his breath, until his narrowed eyes saw that cruel blue light redden and suddenly grow pale. The danger had passed. He released her gingerly, guarding himself.


She ran screaming for the street. Men began to reappear uneasily from the shadows where they had flung themselves, their dazzled eyes still squinted against that dying fire. A tall captain of the High Space Guard came running suddenly toward her through the jam of abandoned trucks, and her screams subsided when she saw him.


‘Paul! I’m so glad——’ She clung to him, trembling, and turned wrathfully to face Rick, who had started limping back to recover his dropped space bag. ‘That man assaulted me!’ She pointed accusingly. ‘I had seen him staring. When I turned to look for that light, he grabbed me. Dragged me into that alley. A powerful beast, but I got away.’


Rick straightened uneasily with his bag, still breathing heavily. The stevedores began scowling at him, muttering as they heard her accusation, and he remembered uncomfortably that he was just an asterite, with no commissioner to defend him.


The tall Guardsman, however, didn’t seem excited.


‘P’raps he meant no harm, if you were really looking for that flash,’ he murmured to the girl, in slurred Earth-English. Ignoring Rick, he smiled down at her admiringly. ‘Looking great, Kay! Wanted to meet your ship, but your uncle keeps me occupied. ’Specting to see you at his reception tonight, but not out here.’ He shook his head reprovingly. ‘No place for you.’


‘I’m all right now,’ she protested quickly. ‘Uncle Austin had to go back to a meeting, and I just slipped out to see the port.’ Her blue eyes flashed wrathfully at Rick. ‘I didn’t expect to be attacked.’


‘P’raps you weren’t.’ He swung quietly to Rick. ‘What say, mister?’


‘I’m very sorry,’ Rick muttered awkwardly. ‘I was expecting a major collision. I saw Miss Hood standing in the open, looking toward the flash. I called to warn her it was seetee. She didn’t move, so I carried her out of the radiation. I’m afraid she misunderstood.’


‘ ’Parently.’ The tall Earthman grinned at Rick’s smarting face. ‘Thanks, anyhow.’


Karen stared blankly at Rick.


‘Thanks?’ she whispered sharply. ‘What’s seetee?’


‘Contraterrene matter,’ the Guardsman told her. ‘Reacting with a terrene rock. Twenty-five million kilometers away. Too far to be dangerous, you think? Well, remember there’s no air in space to stop the radiation, and not much even here over Pallasport.’


‘You don’t mean——’ Her red head shook unbelievingly. ‘Just that light——’


‘Gamma rays,’ he said. ‘The ones you don’t see—and can’t detect without a geiger.’ He touched the little safety device, no larger than his watch, on his other wrist. ‘But they burn deep. Cause radiation sickness.’


‘Oh——’ She blinked at Rick, and bit her lip. ‘Then—then he——’


‘Prob’ly saved your eyesight,’ the Earthman told her gently. ‘Poss’bly saved you from producing a mutant when you marry. Might have saved your life, if that radiation had been a little stronger.’


‘Oh——’ She shrank against him, shuddering. ‘Of course I’ve always heard about the contraterrene drift,’ she whispered huskily. ‘I even knew the term’s abbreviated to seetee, if I’d had time to think. But I never thought of any danger, right here in the capital.’


She peered anxiously at the geiger on his wrist.


‘Does that show—how much radiation?’


‘No dangerous amount—not since he kept you from looking directly at it.’ The Earthman glanced at Rick, and grinned again. ‘He seemed to be the only one really damaged.’


She stepped quickly toward Rick, and turned pink with embarrassment when his hand came up defensively.


‘I did hurt you!’ she gasped. ‘My ring.’ She rubbed at the knuckles of her right hand; and sunlight shattered on the immense diamond with the tiny white iridium space ship embedded in the table facet, that identified her as an Interplanet owner. ‘I’m so terribly sorry,’ she whispered. ‘When you were really only trying to save my life—how can I ever repay you?’


‘Just forget it.’ Rick found his handkerchief and dabbed clumsily at the blood where that great stone had cut his cheek. ‘I’m not really injured.’


And he turned away from her to the dark southwestward sky, in time to see the orange spark turn cherry red and disappear, where his father and Rob McGee had tried somehow to move that iron asteroid out of its collision orbit. He wasn’t hurt, but they might be dead.


‘But I must do something, just to keep from feeling so awful over this.’ She touched his arm insistently, when he kept looking at the sky. ‘Anyhow, won’t you let me know your name?’


He swung to face her, frowning.


‘Richard Drake,’ he said. ‘I was on the Planetania. Working my way, standing watch with the meteor gang. You were pointed out, as we got off the ship. Forgive me for staring.’


Her fair skin flushed again, but she gave him her hand. ‘Hello, Mr. Drake. I want you to know Captain Paul Anders.’ She smiled up at the tall Guardsman. ‘Also from Earth. A spatial engineer, doing his hitch in the service as a special aide to the High Commissioner. An old friend of mine.’


‘Ever since the time she blacked my eye at somebody’s birthday party, back in Solar City when we were about five years old.’ Anders grinned at her, and reached to shake hands with Rick. ‘She always was handy with her fists. Good to meet another Earthman, Mr. Drake.’


‘An asterite, Captain.’ Rick stepped back. ‘Just on Earth to study engineering. Nice to know you, but I’m from the rocks and now I’d better be getting along.’


‘Does it matter where you’re from?’ Her blue eyes appraised him, as levelly as if it didn’t. ‘If you’re a spatial engineer, just coming back from school, don’t you need a job?’


‘I have one.’


‘With Interplanet?’


He shook his head.


‘Then that’s what I can do!’ Her eager smile took his breath again. ‘You see, I came out to work for the company, and Uncle Austin is in charge out here. He can have Max Vickers put you right on the Interplanet engineering staff.’


‘Thank you,’ Rick said. ‘But my father has his own little firm. I’m going to work with him.’


Building a seetee bedplate—if Drake and McGee were still alive, and if they could find another site for that perilous project, with Freedonia now lost. But he couldn’t speak of that, because it was her Uncle Austin who had suspended their research and exploration license.


‘Anyhow, we’ll drive you wherever you’re going with that.’ Anders nodded at his heavy bag. ‘My car’s just around the corner.’


‘Don’t bother,’ Rick protested. ‘I was only looking for a room. There used to be a reasonably decent place just down the street——’


‘Please!’ Karen Hood broke in. ‘Isn’t there something we can do?’


‘Not a thing,’ Rick said. ‘But thank you, just the same.’


‘ ’Preciate it, Drake,’ Anders murmured. ‘Call on me, if you ever need a friend.’


Rick had swung the bag to his shoulder and turned to plod away, but a certain honest warmth in the Earthman’s voice halted him uncertainly.


‘I do need a friend,’ he blurted impulsively, and then stood awkwardly silent, frightened by what he had said.


‘So?’ Anders nodded. ‘And what can I do?’


‘My home’s out on Obania, you see. Out toward where that collision must have been.’ He was almost sorry he had spoken, yet he had to know about that flash. ‘Can you——’ He paused to pick his words, afraid of giving anything away. ‘Can you find out if anybody there was hurt?’


‘Just come along.’ The Earthman nodded readily. ‘I’ll call the Seetee Patrol.’ He saw Karen’s inquiring look. ‘Part of the Guard. Assigned to watch the drift and maintain the markers. I know the commander of the ship stationed on Obania—a bullet-headed Martian named von Falkenberg.’


He caught her arm and nodded for Rick to follow.


‘Though I don’t think you need to worry over anybody on Obania,’ he added casually. ‘ ’Cause what collided must have been another rock—a smaller uninhabited asteroid, four million kilometers beyond.’


Rick picked up his bag again and followed silently, afraid to say that his father must have been on or near that asteroid when it struck the drift, but Karen Hood whispered sharply:


‘You expected that?’


‘The Seetee Patrol put a warning out last week,’ he told her. ‘Von Falkenberg was telling me how some little rock rat engineering firm found that asteroid on a collision orbit, and filed a salvage claim to it. He knew they didn’t have a chance.’


‘Men were out there, you mean?’ Karen Hood turned to stare unbelievingly at the empty gloom where that sudden, dreadful blaze had been, and she shivered. ‘Trying to stop that explosion.’


‘For a lump of next-to-worthless nickel-iron.’ The Earthman shrugged. ‘They could have earned a good legal title to the rock, you see, for nudging it off that collision orbit—if they’d had a shipload of terraforming equipment and six months of time. But von Falkenberg said there was no time for anybody to do anything except scoot for cover, or else he’d have moved in with Patrol equipment.’


‘But they were still trying, in spite of that?’


‘S’pose so.’ Anders swung casually to Rick. ‘Anyhow, Obania’s safe. Von Falkenberg’s somewhere out there on the Perseus, and he warned everybody. Nobody hurt, I’m sure. Not unless it was those two ambitious rock rats, Drake and——’


He broke off, with a sharp glance at Rick.


Rick looked back at him, and nodded slowly. ‘My father.’


‘Oh——’ Distress whitened Karen’s face. ‘I’m sorry!’


‘So that’s what you want to know?’ Anders nodded sympathetically. ‘I’ll find out all I can. But don’t expect good news. That blast must have killed anybody on the rock—or within half a million kilometers.’


They came to his car, parked behind the Guard headquarters building, and Karen waited there with Rick while Anders went inside to make his call. Rick wiped absently again at the scratch below his eye, and then sat slumped down with his feet on his bag, staring moodily at nothing, until Karen started asking questions about seetee.


‘Of course I’ve always heard about the drift,’ she said. ‘But when you’re on Earth, safe under a hundred miles of terrene air, it doesn’t seem so dangerous. Is seetee really so much worse than plutonium?’


He looked up at her, not really seeing the clean planes of her face or the cool blue of her eyes, but yet gratefully aware that she was trying to ease his strain while he waited for news of his father.


‘Of course seetee doesn’t fission by itself,’ he said. ‘You have to touch it with something terrene. But when it does react, all the mass goes into energy. The best fission reactors release about a tenth of one percent. That difference makes seetee about a thousand times as bad—or good, depending on your point of view.’


‘Good?’ She made a startled gesture toward the empty blackness where that savage light had burned and died. ‘How could those deadly rays be good?’


‘They’re energy.’ Rick straightened in the seat. ‘And energy, if you stop to think about it, is pretty necessary. Our lifeblood, really. Out here fission energy drives our ships and our terra-forming installations. It’s all that makes life possible on these rocks. But the fissionable matter is just about used up.’


She stared at him. ‘You aren’t talking about—seetee power?’


He nodded soberly. ‘It has to come soon. We’ve no coal or oil on Mars or the Jovian moon’s or any of those rocks. If we’re going to stay, after the uranium and thorium are gone, we’ll have to use seetee.’


‘But how?’ She glanced at the black sky uneasily. ‘If it always explodes like that when you touch it——’


‘We can’t touch it.’ He sat silent for a moment, frowning at her thoughtfully. ‘That’s the whole problem—to work the stuff without contact. We’ve got to find some way to join seetee and terrene matter, and yet keep them from reacting. To put terrene handles on seetee tools, and support seetee machines on terrene foundations.’


‘That calls for a bold man, Mr. Drake.’ She turned quickly in the seat to study him, as if she hadn’t really seen him before. ‘Would you try it, yourself?’


‘An academic question.’ He saw now that he had talked too much, but he tried to smile disarmingly. ‘You’d need a lot of money and a license from the Mandate, neither of which I have.’


‘Suppose you did?’


‘I’d try,’ he told her soberly. ‘Because I think we’ve come to a turning point. We must make seetee bedplates, and build the power plants for a new world on them. Or else just wait for this old world to blow up under us—when the tensions of the struggle for what is left of the old power metals reach the breaking point of the Mandate.’
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